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CREATE FAIRNESS AND  
ACCOUNTABILITY FOR SNAP BENEFITS 

After years of uneven application of the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP) in the states, Congress must ensure 
that SNAP resources provide benefits in times of need while 
encouraging program participants to actively pursue long-term 
independence from government support.    

BACKGROUND 

In December 2019, the Trump administration finalized a rule  
modifying “conditions under which USDA would waive, when 
requested by States, the able-bodied adult without dependents 
(ABAWD)” work requirements, which is set to take effect on 
April 1, 2020.1,2 ABAWD recipients are SNAP participants who 
meet the criteria of a non-disabled adult aged 18 through 49 who 
live in childless households.3 
 
SNAP is the largest food assistance program for low-income individuals and families. Federal law generally 
limits an ABAWD to three months of SNAP benefits in a 36-month period, unless the individual meets a 
range of eligible work requirements.4 States may petition the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) for 
authority to temporarily waive that time limit in certain areas with an acute unemployment level.5 
The new Trump administration rule essentially tightens the criteria for waiving existing SNAP work 
requirements.6  
 
SNAP work requirements include reasonable criteria and compliance standards that are designed to 
encourage ABAWDs to move towards increased self-sufficiency.  According to the USDA, the work 
requirements for ABAWDs may be met by any one of the following activities:  
 

• Work at least 80 hours a month.  Work can be for pay, for goods or services (or something other than 
money), unpaid, or as a volunteer; 
 

• Participate in a work program at least 80 hours a month.  A work program could be SNAP 
Employment and Training or another federal, state, or local work program; 

 
• Participate in a combination of work and work program hours for a total of at least 80 hours a month; 

or 
 

• Participate in workfare for the number of hours assigned to each month.7 
 

Quick Take 
Reasonable work requirements encourage childless, 
able-bodied SNAP recipients to move toward 
increased self-sufficiency without onerous 
standards. 

Taxpayers should not be compelled to provide 
indefinite welfare benefits to adults without 
dependents who are able to work and actively 
choose not to work, pursue education, or even 
volunteer in their respective communities.    
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According to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, “states requested waivers that covered 37.8% of the 
[American] population.”8 The need to waive the time limits on SNAP benefits for ABAWDs consistently 
fails to reflect the reality of readily available unemployment information. For example, the entire State of 
California waived work requirements for ABAWDs in the first quarter of 2018,9 while unemployment in the 
state was less than 4.3 percent over that same period.10  
 
Despite the fact that the unemployment rate has radically decreased since the 2009 Recession11 (reaching as 
low as 3.6 percent in October 2019),12 the average number of ABAWDs participating in SNAP each month 
nearly tripled from 1.7 million13 to 4.6 million participants between 2007 and 2015.14 Federal SNAP 
spending more than doubled from 2007 to 2017, with over 42 million recipients receiving $68 billion in 
SNAP benefits in 2017. Nationally, 44 percent, or about half, of ABAWD recipients receiving SNAP 
benefits live in waived areas, according to the USDA.15 The Trump administration’s SNAP rule is projected 
to save over $5 billion from 2020-2024.16 

CONSTITUTIONAL AUTHORITY AND REPUBLICAN PRINCIPLES 

Congress has the authority to spend resources to address the general welfare of the nation.  Generally, 
Republicans believe that welfare programs most effectively empower individuals and confer dignity to 
beneficiaries when they support intact families and incentivize work.  

POLICY SOLUTIONS 

Congress should codify the Trump administration’s SNAP rule to clarify that waivers to ABAWD work 
requirements must be limited to significantly acute areas of unemployment.17 Taxpayers should not be 
compelled to provide indefinite welfare benefits to adults without dependents who are able to work and 
actively choose not to work, pursue education, or even volunteer in their respective communities.    
 

Please contact Cameron Smith or Kelsey Wall with the Republican Policy Committee at (202) 225-4921 with any questions. 
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